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Urban Hidden Homelessness and 
Reserve Housing





A number of  studies have  emphasized  the over-representation of First Nations 
people  in  the homeless population (Beavis et al. 1997; Begin et al. 1999; Gol-
den 1999). Attempts to count homeless individuals in particular cities—Toronto, 
Winnipeg,  Saskatoon, Calgary,  and Winnipeg—have  found  large First Nations 









 This  paper  is  based on  a  collaborative  research project  between  the Prince 
Albert Grand Council Urban Services Inc. and the University of Saskatchewan.1 
The project (Exploring First Nations Hidden Homelessness in Prince Albert) is 
unique  in  that  it  involves a First Nations organization working with university 
researchers  to explore urban First Nations  issues. This paper  is part of a  larger 








outlined,  followed by  a  brief  description of  the participants. Finally,  the paper 
describes participants’ access to housing on reserves, their perspectives on their 
— 1 — 
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support). Personal characteristics commonly identified as barriers to becoming 
homed  include  personal  disabilities  (i.e.,  physical  and  mental  health  status, 
substance abuse) and acculturation to homelessness (i.e., a history of homeless-
ness). Some of these elements have also been identified in literature on Aboriginal 
















al. 1996; Stojanovic et al. 1999; Zlotnick et al. 1999). The first area has to do with 
the provision of a variety of social support services  to  the homeless,  including 
services  that address physical and mental health and addictions, housing  infor-
mation and advocacy, anti-violence programs, and  training and assistance with 
finding employment. A second area of intervention is the increase of individual 
and family income through employment or the availability or increased levels of 
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social assistance. A third intervention addresses the increased provision of subsi-
dized or affordable housing. While these factors are also identified in the limited 
literature on Aboriginal homelessness, this material adds the importance of cultur-
ally  appropriate  support  services,  spiritual  healing  from  the  effects  of  colonial 
histories,  and  the  importance  of  increased  First  Nations  control  over  housing 
initiatives  (Beavis  et  al.  1997; Golden  1999;  Lobo  and Vaughan  2003; Obon-
sawin 1999; SIIT 2000). 
This paper focuses on  the  last area of  intervention and on opportunities  that 





priate  scale  for  examining housing and homelessness  for First Nations people, 















has identified a back-and-forth movement between urban and reserve areas that 
she called “churn” (Norris and Clatworthy 2003). A recent study of recent First 
Nations migrants  to Winnipeg  found  that  a  substantial  number had moved out 
of Winnipeg and back again within a six-month period (Distasio 2004). Strong 
patterns  of  movement  back  and  forth  between  urban  areas  and  reserve  areas 
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12  /  Part Three: Housing and Homelessness
Conditions of Reserve Housing in Canada
The  housing  situation  on  reserves  has  been  a  matter  of  concern  for  many 
decades. In 1996, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) found 
that First Nations housing conditions  fell considerably below  the standards  for 
other Canadians.  In  1991,  38.7% of  housing  on-reserve was  in  need  of major 
repairs, compared to 6.8% of housing for other Canadians. On reserves, 11.5% 
of houses had no bathroom facilities and 19.4% had no flush toilets, compared  
to  0.6%  and  0.5%  for  other  Canadians,  respectively.  The  Royal  Commission 
noted that, on reserves, more than 39.2% of the needs of residents in housing were 
not being met and  that 12.9% of  residents were on waiting  lists. The commis-














country. However, internal INAC [Indian and Northern Affairs Canada] figures suggest 
that  the  actual  shortage  is  20,000  units,  with  an  additional  4,500  new  units  required 
annually simply to stop the backlog from increasing. (AFN 2004,1)
The  Native Women’s Association  of  Canada  (NWAC)  pointed  out  that  the 















This is an excerpt from "Volume 4: Moving Forward, Making a Difference," in the Aboriginal Policy Research Series, © Thompson Educational Publishing, Inc., 2013 





population  is made  up  of  First Nations  people,  and  represented  by  the  Prince 
Albert Grand Council (PAGC). City planners and representatives of First Nations 
organizations suggest that the First Nations population in Prince Albert may be 
higher than that reported by the census because of the difficulty in documenting a 
mobile population, many of whom live with other households. 
Exploring First Nations hidden homelessness in Prince Albert is a panel study 
that  attempted  to  interview  hidden  homeless  people  three  times  over  an  18-
month  period. Because  the  available  literature  suggested  that  gender,  age,  and 
family status affect the experience of homelessness, the study attempted to inter- 
view 25 individuals from each of five groups: male and female youth (15–19), 
male  and  female  adults  (20  and  over),  and  individuals  living  with  dependent 
children. The purpose of the study was not to obtain a representative sample of 
the hidden homeless population but to gain some understanding of the situation of 
these five groups. Moreover, the goal was not to focus on determinants of home-
lessness but to explore reasons for change over time. The first set of interviews 
was an attempt to gain some baseline information that could be compared with the 
situation of participants in subsequent interviews. 















Interviewers  used  direct  recruiting  on  days  when  there  were  few  interviews 
scheduled or when scheduled interviews fell through. The geographical scope of 
this recruiting was  limited  to downtown Prince Albert. Direct  recruiting gener- 
ated  27  (18.9%)  participants.  Nine  participants  (6.3%)  were  referred  to  the 
study by a friend or family member. Interviewers also drove to areas outside the 
downtown core  to put up posters at apartment complexes,  laundromats, corner 
stores,  grocery  stores,  daycares,  colleges,  hospitals,  health  clinics,  and  street 
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While  there  was  an  attempt  to  contact  people  from  a  spectrum  of  hidden 
homeless situations,  it  is  likely  that  the project was biased  towards  individuals 
with  more  precarious  socio-economic  characteristics.  Posters  and  recruitment 
materials used a variety of terms, including “couch surfing” and “can’t afford 
your own place,” but it is likely that individuals going to school, or working and 
rooming with friends or relatives to be able to afford rent, would not refer to them-





Participants were  screened with  an  initial question  to  establish  if  they  iden-
tified themselves as First Nations and if their housing situation classified them 
as  “hidden  homeless.” The majority  of  participants met  the  interviewer  at  the 
downtown offices of PAGC Urban Services Inc. Interviews were carried out at 
various locations, including restaurants, PAGC Urban rooms, and quiet areas in 




combined  qualitative  questions with  quantitative  questions  and  scales.  Partici-
pants  received a cash honorarium  for  the  time  they  spent on  the project. They 
also  received  a  contact  card  and  a  list  of  resources.  In many  cases,  the  inter-














homeless (Table 12.1). It is difficult to interpret male youth responses. It may be 
that most of the male youth interviewed are still living with family or kin at their 
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age, and so these participants did not see their situation as unusual. Families and 





household.  Family  participants  were  most  likely  to  have  their  own  bedroom 
















Define themselves as homeless (%)  72.20  81.80  80.00  27.80  66.70
Average number in household    6.60   3.70   4.90    5.00   5.80
Live in house/duplex/row house (%)  72.70  59.10  50.00  80.00  76.20
Average number of bedrooms   3.00   2.00   2.30   2.90   2.70
Housing unit rented (%)1  86.40 100.00   86.40  90.90  90.0
Have own bedroom (%)  68.20  36.40  36.40  50.00  42.90
Average health rating2   3.20    2.70   2.90   2.40   3.00
Average age  27.60  30.40  33.30  17.60  17.60
Age range 19-51 23-48 22-63 15-19 16-19
Single (%)   45.50  68.20  77.30  95.50   81.00
Grew up on reserve (%)   9.10  41.00  33.30  36.40  23.80
Average number of children3   2.70   2.50   3.10   0.00   0.02
Main income from social assistance (%)4  68.20   77.30  86.40  45.50  25.00
Average monthly income ($) 652.72 601.73 433.77 294.00 233.60
Employed (%)  22.70   9.30  13.60  13.60  14.30




4 This includes Saskatchewan social assistance, child benefits or employment supplements, federal child benefits, 
unemployment insurance, or training allowance, or social assistance that individuals received from their reserves.















Did not have their own place on reserve (%) 100.0 100.0 100.0 86.0 100.0
Had applied for housing on the reserve (%)  36.4  23.8  50.0  18.2   0.0
Would live on reserve if they had own house 
(%)  65.0  47.4  52.4 42.1  21.4
1 Percentages are of those who answered the questions. Some individuals did not answer every question.
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bedroom and slept on  the couch or  in another  room or  shared with other non-
family members. 
Self-rated  health was  between  very  good  and  good, with male  youth  rating 
their health the best. The average age of participants was relatively young, with 
only two individuals over 50 years old. Except for family participants, most were 
single. Most  of  the  participants  had  not  grown  up  on  a  reserve. Almost  all  of 
the adults had children, although not all of them had children living with them. 
Except  for  the  youth, many  of whom  received  little  income  except what  they 
received from family or through informal means, most participants’ main source of 
income came from various kinds of social assistance sources, including Saskatch-
ewan social assistance, child benefits or employment supplements, federal child 






Relationship to Reserve Housing






for  housing  on-reserve,  although  this  varied  between  respondents. Youth were 
least likely to have applied for reserve housing, and many of them indicated that 
Table 12.3: Reasons Why Participants Did Not Apply or Receive Housing On-reserve (%)




Not part of reserve community 27.2
Bad conditions on reserves 15.9
Personal reasons 10.2
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individuals  gave  for  not  being  able  to  obtain,  or  for  not wishing  to  apply  for, 
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Reasons for Not Living On-reserve
Table 12.3  (page 196)  lists all of  the  reasons participants gave  to explain why 
they did not apply  for housing on  the  reserve, or why  they did not  live on  the 
reserve even  though they had applied for housing. Twenty-one participants did 
not answer. For  the  remaining participants,  their answer was put  into only one 
category and, in general, the answers focused on one main reason. Where there 
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The unavailability of housing was the single most  important reason (36.8%) 
individuals gave  for not being able  to  live on  their  reserve. This was  followed 
by not feeling like they belonged on-reserve (27.2%), bad conditions on reserves 
(15.9%), personal reasons (10.2%), and no jobs or education on-reserve (8.0%).






mentioned  it. Aspects mentioned by  individuals are  summarized  in Table 12.4 
(page 197). Participants recognized the difficulties bands faced in allocating         





appear  in Table 12.5 (page  197). Adult females and female heads of families               
were most likely to make this comment, probably because they were most likely 
to have applied  for housing at  some point  in  the past. Several  individuals also 
indicated that they were too young to apply for housing. Not surprisingly, most of 
these individuals were male or female youth or young heads of families. 
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finding the reserve to be boring. Adult men made up almost half of this category, 









Adult males and adult  females were  the most  likely  to  list personal reasons. 






surface,  this  seems  surprising  because  studies  of  why  individuals move  away 
from reserve often list education and employment as primary reasons. However, 
it  is  important  to  remember  that  a  very  small  proportion  of  this  population  is 
employed, and many of the youth are in Prince Albert to finish high school. It 
makes  sense  that  this would not be  the main  reason  for  living off  the  reserve. 
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Desire to Live on Reserve if Participants Had Their Own Housing
Of the ninety participants who gave an answer to the question, “If you had your 
own housing on-reserve, would you live there?” forty-four (48.9%) answered that 

















little  work  that  explores  whether  the  ability  of  First  Nations  individuals  to 
access housing on-reserve affects rates of homelessness in urban areas. Perhaps 
this reflects erroneous assumptions that there is a continuous and inevitable out 
migration from reserves to cities, and that urbanization reflects the choices of 







had housing there is significant. Forty-four of ninety individuals (48.9%) would 
like to live in their own place on the reserve. Clearly, expressed preferences do 
not always translate into behaviour. The first quote under “better conditions” in 
Table 12.9  (page 201), for example, is by a woman who has hardly spent any                         
time living on the reserve. This raises some questions about whether she would 
actually move out to the reserve and stay there. For other individuals, though, it 
seems quite  likely  that  their  hidden homeless  situation would be  alleviated by 
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more housing opportunities on the reserves. The literature on movement out of 
homelessness  indicates  that one element  that might facilitate  this change is  the 
increased provision of subsidized or affordable housing. 
In  this  paper, we  have  addressed mainly  increased  provision  of  housing  on 




We  acknowledge  the  participants  in  this  study who  agreed  to  talk  about  their 
situation  in  the hopes  that  their experiences might  lead  to positive change. We 
also would like to thank the interviewers who worked on this project: Bobbi Jo 
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